evolve into crisis situations in a very short period of time. Stability, in the broader sense, is fragile and when the world powers are preoccupied with emerging and ongoing threats in the Middle East, Africa, Afghanistan and also in Europe, major Asian nations are enhancing the instruments of their national power. This could be seen as an indicator of their concerns about future security but also their will and preparedness to shape the future according to their vision of regional and international order. So, recognising the high potential for change in the current sensitive situation and carefully observing one another, the leading Asian powers, and also the US being constantly present in the Pacific region, are progressively investing in military instruments of power to ensure continuity of economic development to meet their leadership and citizens' expectations. At the same time, military power is a toll to preserve national position within the political landscape of the continent. The important factor in this domain is the need to develop force projection capabilities to defend respective countries, to strengthen deterrence factor, and also to possess long range attack capabilities to strike any opponent from a distance. Maritime disputes among East Asian nations are a strong impetus for military build-up and special attention is given to air force and navy and other land based long-range weapon systems; nuclear forces are also among the priorities, but rather as a deterrence factor. Such developments are especially visible in the allocation of resources and weapon procurement in China, Japan, and Russia, but this is also linked with the US strategic shift from Europe into the Pacific region.
The purpose of this paper is to outline the regional implications of current maritime disputes as a major dynamic of security concerns in East Asia. The main attention is given to territorial disagreements involving China as a major power in the region. However, the Taiwanese state of affairs is not discussed throughout, as it is a long-term international dispute based on the division of one nation as the result of civil war. The initial research supports the thesis that there are at least three reasons for Beijing to constantly advance their regional interests in relation to small islands. First, it is supporting the security of the vital east part of the country which is a hub of national industry and is vulnerable to any attack from the sea. Next, if ownership could be proven and accepted, it could result in China having full control of vital sea lines of communication, which are critical not only for Japan and South Korea but also for the US Navy's freedom of movement. Finally, potential, but still not fully estimated, resources under the seabed could be important for each nation's economy. The military instrument is the most visible part of the disputes forcing military modernisation in the region. Analysis of selected maritime disputes will allow for the recognition of bilateral and multilateral motives leading to synthesis of results in the broader spectrum.
The paper portrays the overall political-military situation in East Asia with a focus on security challenges which are involving major regional powers, namely China, Japan, Russia and South Korea. Also, smaller nations are mentioned as the disputes are strongly in��uencing their foreign policy and forcing their development of defence capabilities. Additionally, the US position towards regional matters is outlined, as the nation is playing a significant role there as an ally or potential opponent for many countries.
regional developments
The geopolitical changes in Asia are an important topic of debate, and the US shift into the Pacific region has attracted the attention of the world. The regional maritime disputes and con��icts have been noted by major news agencies as they have the potential to develop into a regional struggle for power. It is especially important as there are two growing powers there, namely China and India, ready to take the lead in the region when their time comes and the capabilities will be there to make it happen. The directions of possible confrontation could be triggered by internal and external factors and they are not fully predictable. Moreover, Russia, as a Eurasian country, having intensive political and economic relations with the continent and exploiting resources for national purposes, is also an important actor. It is also, as mentioned, an arena of renewed US interests, followed by the building and rebuilding of alliances in the region to face potential competitors for the leader's position in the global arena. US presence is key for a few nations involved in sea related arguments, especially for Japan, South Korea and Taiwan, as their military security is strongly reliant on the superpower's capabilities and support within formal alliances. Smaller nations, recognising the growing ambitions and capabilities of Beijing, are also looking around for any reliable option to enhance their security status. For them, improving relations with Washington looks like the most reliable option as for now. Moreover, the nations are strengthening regional relationships and also developing links with European nations, though those are rather distant partners. The regional dynamics mentioned above are causing the major players to watch each other and to try to extend in��uences and to boost capabilities in all the dimensions of national instruments of power. This is also strongly related to enhancing capabilities to preserve national security and integrity, avoiding any external in��uences. Additionally, is it related to the geostrategy linked with states' borders, recognised by Jakub Grygiel as "the main variable influencing geostrategy. "
According to Grygiel, " . The essence of the game is to surround an opponent and it has been read by politicians as strategic containment and, as such, the perception of the threat is still present.
Among instruments of power the military one is very visible and is linked with other nations' immediate recognition, triggering their countermoves. The modernisation processes cause accusations about the aggressive posture of a country towards its neighbours and are speeding up the arms race in Asia. This is a consequence of seeing a more powerful nation gain advantage over others as a potential source of threat and encouragement to forward its national interests at the expense of smaller and weaker actors. Currently, US involvement is considerably in��uencing the overall situation, including its attempt to build military bases and strengthen alliances, and is causing the major regional actors to rethink their status to be ready to enhance national security and readiness to face the unwanted development of internal political, economic or social situation. The US will not step back and will continue reinforcing multi- The tensions between two Asian nations are not new and both are recognising the possibility of a confrontational scenario. According to polls, 5% of the Chinese population and 9% of the Japanese population is afraid of a war between the two powers in the nearest future. The anti-Japanese moods are additionally linked with historical massacres like the Nanking Massacre committed by the Imperial Japanese Army during the Second Sino-Japanese War in December 19. These memories are still alive and they are cultivated, so a reminder of that aspect of history would be rather easy and could be exploited by propaganda when required. The tensions are heated up by the US position related to the disputes, as the White House is treating Diaoyu/Senkaku Islands as territory administrated by Tokyo and acknowledges them as an integral part of security concerns within the US -Japan security treaty. The statement is important for Japan, as Russian actions in Crimea and its annexation could be a case used by China to do the same.
The most important fact that has raised tensions was the sea trial of helicopter carrier, JS Izumo (DDH 1), being the largest Japanese naval vessel since the Second World War; it is officially classified as a helicopter destroyer. It was condemned by China's ministry of defence, as "This trend is worthy of high vigilance by Japan's Asian neighbours and the international community" and "Japan should learn from history, adhere to its policy of self-defence and abide by its promise of taking the road of peaceful development. " 9 It is supported by an assumption that the JS Izumo could be potentially considered as an aircraft carrier, which would be against the Japanese constitution banning possession of 'war potential' (senryoku). 10 It will join the Japan Maritime Self-Defence Force (JMSDF) in 015
and its sister vessel is supposed to be operational in 01. The vessels can carry up to 1 helicopters and also a marine battalion (00 troops) and 50 combat vehicles. There have been some comments that it could be transformed into a real aircraft
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Fig. 1. Maritime disputes in the East Asia and Pacific
carrier, as Japan is to acquire it from USA F-5 and V-Osprey; however, there are so far no plans to buy the capable F-5B version strike carrier. As for now, in the context of the islands disputes "China is thus likely to be most concerned about the Izumo enhancing Japan's ability to check Chinese naval power projection into Japan's maritime defensive perimeter, rather than the possibility of it projecting military power onto the Chinese mainland". 11 The decisive position regarding the dispute is not to be changed but both are still not ready for open confrontation. This is a result of internal and external constraints, including: limited military specific capabilities to face each other, Chinese and USA deterrence factors (including nuclear potential), the people and international pressure (expectations) and economic interests.
Taiwan has similar concerns to Tokyo, being afraid of a future military solution of the long-term disagreement with China. Taiwan is a very interesting case as it is related to air force projection within offensive and defensive counter air (OCA, DCA) capabilities to achieve at least a favourable air situation in support of the navy's denial and amphibious operations enabling land forces to conduct landing and further operations in hostile territory. The main assumption of both Taiwanese and USA planners was that their air superiority will secure independence of Taiwan in the case of any invasion from the mainland by annihilating surface ��eet and amphibious assault forces. of the policy due to other commitments".
1 National reunion will stay among the fundamentals of the People's Republic of China's (PRC) foreign policy, but, as for now, Taipei will be pressured by other than military means.
Bilateral and multilateral maritime disputes
The territorial disputes on the South China Sea are another major source of hostilities in the region and there are no easy solutions to hand. Among them, Spratly and Paracel Islands are key elements of disagreements, especially as China is continually presenting a decisive approach in relation to its rights there. 15 The islands are not only economically important as they also have military importance, allowing a better reach for the air force and navy by constructing bases and airfields. An example is the extension of the ,00 m-long runway on Woody Island, which is the largest among the Paracel Islands, as the strip will increase by up to some ,00-,00m. It will significantly extend the air force's reach and air defence options and it will enhance safety for the PLA Air Force (PLAAF) including, especially, strategic level assets like H-6 bombers and also transport aircraft e.g. airspace and this is linked with US Navy patrols and reconnaissance missions to monitor the status of Chinese island base construction. The ��ights are occurring in the vicinity of the Hainan Island, which is an important PLA Navy (PLAN) Submarine Base, including housing strategic nuclear submarines. in time, as a transport route. The disputes related to the Southern Kurils (Russia) or the Northern Territories (Japan) will still be there but economic interest could overcome differences. The joint efforts were presented when Japanese explorer, Inpex Corporation, signed an agreement with Rosneft in May 01 to explore two Russian oil fields in the Okhotsk Sea and Moscow supported Tokyo's candidacy for the 00 Olympic Games. This cooperation is important for Russia as it is supporting bypassing EU sanctions when looking for highly desired technologies. Moreover, by building new LNG terminals it could have direct access to the Asian market, which is hungry for resources, without the need to build expensive pipelines. The warmer relations with Russia are important for Tokyo, not only because of economic reasons, as ongoing maritime disputes with China are allowing Japan to focus on this important issue related to national interests, and also prestige within Asia. The bilateral relations between Russia and Japan are also a factor shaping the dynamics of international relations in the region, creating some sympathy among countries based on pragmatic politics. worsening relationship of Russia with the Western nations and the US, leading Moscow to look for closer cooperation with Beijing. As for now, both are united in a collective security organisation, the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation (SCO), which is a forum for fighting the three evils of "separatism, terrorism and religious extremism" but which also shows new capabilities. For instance, during the last "Peace Mission 01" exercises, both showed the potential to plan and execute a small combined joint operation. It was a large scale military training in Inner Mongolia in China involving some 000 soldiers coming from land, air and also special forces.
china's growing assertiveness
It was a practical visualisation of good relations between nations, especially as China was rather voiceless regarding the situation in Ukraine, and Russia is supposed to do the same in relation to maritime disputes. They just need each other in the current situation and, besides recent gas deals, are clearly proving it. The Russian factor also has very practical importance, as better relations mean reduced threat to land borders and allows the shifting of resources to development of the PLA Navy and Air Force, as these are key services for the maritime domain.
It is also important that China has made an effort during recent years to make agreements in relation to land borders, and only the one with India remains unresolved. Those treaties were important for Beijing as a precondition for a more insistent 'shift toward maritime domain' . The border issues were recognised by Jakub Grygiel, as for him " As for now, those small disputed islands and the bigger ones, such as Taiwan, Philippines and Japan, are significantly restricting the freedom of movement of PLA Navy (PLAN), giving strategic advantage to the powerful US Navy and its allies. Currently PLAN is under constant development, investing in aircraft carriers and capable submarine ��eets, but it will take time to match the capabilities presented by the US and, also, the Japanese Navy. PLAN's development is part of the anti-access/area denial (A/AD) concept, which could be defensive in nature but also represents offensive capabilities and, as for now, has been created rather to improve security and to present abilities to challenge other competitors on the high seas in the nearest future. Taiwan, and also other islands, are an important factor for China, as this is connected with its concepts of enforcing the protection of the vulnerable east coastline, which is of vital importance for national wellbeing. In that context, all the disputes make sense and the long-term visionary undertaking acknowledges that, to achieve its aims, Beijing will follow a proactive S. Tiezzi, China's Growing Defense Budget: Not As Scary As You Think, The Diplomat 05 February 10, http://thediplomat.com/01/0/chinas-growing-defense-budget-not-asscary-as-you-think/ [accessed: 1 November 01].
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policy towards regional adversaries. For China, the US factor, connected with overwhelming navy capabilities to impose maritime blockade, is the real concern, but Beijing also has strategic patience coming from the rich and long history of the Middle Kingdom. The arms race in Northeast Asia is already ongoing and territorial disputes related to sea domain and land borders are an important dynamic which has caused a 1% rise of arms sales during the last 5 years in relation to the continent. They have had a differing background behind them and are driven by respective nations' strategies. For China, this is linked with national ambitions and also core interests; at the same time, other nations, especially Japan and South Korea, will not lag behind in weaponry procurement and will not give up any disputed territory, which is important for national pride and the credibility of the respective governments. As the same smaller nations are unable to compete in this rivalry, they have no other choice but to look for balancing options by closing ranks with outside powers (US) or within international organisations (ASEAN). They are also using any opportunity to promote their interests and present possible threats using other forums. The arms race is visualised by defence spending, especially related to air force and navy, in which PLA is in the lead compared to the regional allies of the US, namely Japan and South Korea. Among the expenditure: power projection, amphibious and expeditionary capabilities, which are not purely defensive in nature, are a priority; they could be easily used to solve the island disputes by implementing joint air -sea assets warfare concepts.
For China, the US position is, and will be, something of a challenge, as the nation has no reliable and strong ally in Asia. So, the country has been rather silent toward Moscow's support for separatists in Ukraine, as it is rather necessary from a potential partner not an enemy. Moreover, China needs a modern weapon system for all services and Russia has a reliable offer for them in relation to all of them. As for now, China is observing the military reorientation of the US armed forces in the Pacific region and, also, Washington's effort to tighten relations with coalition partners there: Japan, South Korea, and Australia. This is paralleled with the White House's attempt to have closer relations with the Association of South-East Asian Nations, India and other smaller nations in the region, which is linked with their geostrategic location. US involvement in the Asia-Pacific region is "creating another intangible factor that could be both stabilising and destabilising in a contextual manner". At present, its military presence in Afghanistan is an important security factor and it will be extended beyond 01, causing other major players to observe the developments there. It is also linked with observing the allocation of reasonable resources in Asia to stay involved there in the long-term and to in��uence the shaping of the security situation when facing other emerging powers looking for regional dominance. European nations are currently preoccupied with tensions on the continent. Their involvement in Asian affairs is rather cautious and there are limited tools to in��uence them, but more attention should be given to this region as, in every case, Europe will be hit by any disturbances there.
The role of Washington in the region is growing and the country's leadership is also not clear about which strategy to select: a hawkish or 'softer' one. As for now, the military build-up, strengthening alliances, and supplying new weapon systems to friendly nations is suggesting that harder policy proponents are winning; nevertheless the country is still trying to play the role of arbiter. The economic exchange with the region, and especially the China factor, is playing a role in the middle approach to the region, but the expectations of allies are growing when facing political and territorial challenges. The danger is that an unexpected incident could cause regional con��ict and Washington would be automatically involved if one of their allies were to be engaged, and maritime disputes are a possible case that could in��ame the whole region.
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